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CUSHLA KAPITZKE 
(University of Queensland) 
 
 
Traditional concepts of literacy, learning and knowledge used in libraries fall short of 
adequately explaining and providing for present social, cultural and economic conditions. 
This paper argues that, as icons of the Gutenbergian paradigm, the library profession can 
renew its image by rethinking the epistemological imagination within which it works. The 
focus here is the modus operandi of the library professional’s toolkit, namely, information 
literacy. Questions considered in the paper include the following. Where has this notion of 
being ‘information literate’ come from? What does information literacy mean to its 
proponents? How does this particular form of ‘literacy’ position itself among the plethora of 
multimodal multiliteracies currently clamouring for pre-eminence?  
 
The paper begins with a review of definitions and discourses of information literacy. It then 
argues that, because the assumptions of information literacy hail from print cultures and 
psychologistic discourses, the framework is not so much a panacea for the challenges of 
lifelong learning in a ‘knowledge society’ but is a hindrance to critical and transformative 
literacy practice. In conclusion, it encourages teachers and teacher librarians to view their 
libraries and cybraries not as repositories of information and propositional knowledge, but as 
nodes, or hubs for communities of knowledge producers and distributors.  
 
Learning, libraries and literacies 
Despite their material prominence and symbolic power in educational theory and practice, 
libraries remain astonishingly invisible in current educational research and policy documents. 
Take, for example, the DETYA report, School innovation: Pathway to the knowledge society 
(Cuttance 2001). This national study on best practice was described by a ministerial release as 
‘one of the largest educational research projects ever undertaken in Australia’ (K156, 11 July 
2001). The 270-page report contains chapters on both ‘Literacy’ and ‘Information and 
Communication Technologies.’ Yet an electronic search for the word ‘library’, or any of its 
many inflections, retrieved not a single hit. How can a study of schools within a context of the 
‘information economy’ and the ‘knowledge society’ overlook the contribution made by 
libraries and their online counterparts, cybraries? Considering that libraries are intellectual 
engine-rooms, and that library staff are central to curricular and pedagogical change in 
schools, this omission detracts from the report’s credibility and usefulness. The aim of this 
paper therefore is to redress the historical invisibility of school libraries in educational 
literature through a focus on the literacies that occur in their precincts. Specifically, it 
provides a review and critique of their trademark textual practice, ‘information literacy’.  
  
  
Information literacy: Review and critique – Kapitzke  
2  
 
 
Consider for a moment the following portrayal of libraries and librarians taken from a 
textbook written to assist undergraduate students conduct research in higher education 
libraries (see Beasley, 2000). In a subsection entitled, Librarians and How to Deal with Them, 
the following quotation is used as a discussion starter: ‘When I go into a bank, I get rattled… 
the clerk rattles me’. The author continues: ‘The same can be said about research libraries and 
librarians. So the first thing you must learn is to overcome any hesitancy in approaching 
librarians; they are trained to direct you to the correct services for using the collection’. The 
author claims that the role of research librarians is ‘to direct you to the reference sources 
where you will find the facts required for your specific subject areas of research’ [emphasis 
supplied] (p. 23-24). In another section similarly called, Rules and How to Deal with Them, 
the author asserts that, whilst the purpose of library rules is ‘to protect’ the collection, ‘some 
rules can be bent’. Readers are then told how to ‘bend’ these rules — legitimately, of course 
— to achieve their research aims. 
One could argue that the text cited here stereotypes librarians and caricatures libraries 
and is therefore unrepresentative. Nonetheless, it provides an authentic (con)text for, and 
telling insight to, a number of assumptions that underpin current theory, practice and research 
in and on libraries. Take, for example, the notion that librarians inculcate anxiety in library 
users. That they ‘rattle’ the author — and by inference other library users — suggests a 
relationship of unequal power relations in which a culture of control prevails. Indeed, what 
student hasn’t faced a librarian’s displeasure and subsequent castigation in the form of a fine 
or revocation of borrowing rights?  
The discourse at work here is one of tension and/or conflict, as users are depicted 
having to ‘deal’ or contend with custodians and keepers of library materials by ‘overcoming 
feelings of hesitancy’. This image of daunting inapproachability connotes an emphasis on 
organisation and efficiency, a point taken up in the statement that librarians are professionals 
who are ‘trained’ to ‘direct you to the reference sources where you will find the ‘facts’ for 
your research. According to this author, and common in the folk wisdom of libraries, the role 
of the librarian is to ferret out books, facts or answers for users who seek help with an 
imposed research task. To succeed at this, the student must learn to ‘deal’ with both library 
staff and ‘library rules’. Whilst the purpose of the rules is to safeguard ‘the collection’, 
assertive students armed with the author’s know-how can circumvent policies, procedures and 
practices that are deemed, in fact, to obstruct research.  
 
Information literacy: A review 
Discourse analyses aside, turn with me to the daily programs of thousands of teachers and 
students in contemporary school and postcompulsory educational settings. A prominent theme 
of libraries and information science discourses is the concept of ‘information literacy’. 
Librarians use the term to refer to instructional programs that assist students to access and use 
library resources for study purposes. For a decade now, teachers and teacher librarians in 
Australian schools have cooperatively planned for resource-based learning implemented 
through information literacy principles. What is information literacy, and what are the 
implications of its assumptions for students who live in the ‘new times’ of the twenty-first 
century?  
The term, ‘information literacy’, was coined by the president of the American 
Information Industry Association, Paul Zurkowski. This peak industry body served the 
interests of private, for-profit organisations concerned with the production and sale of 
information. Zurkowski first used ‘information literacy’ in a 1974 report on libraries and 
information science, which investigated the employment needs of the US industrial sector in a 
late capitalist economy and examined the issue of inadequate workforce skills (Doyle 1994). 
The report told educators and policy makers that students — and therefore the labour force — 
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were unable to locate and use materials effectively for study and work purposes. This 
perception, along with the shift to electronic materials and services during the 1980s, played a 
key role in the development and implementation of library user education programs.  
The term ‘information literacy’ was created when library science advocates failed to 
have ‘bibliographic instruction’ and ‘library skills’ programs established as a core part of 
college curricula. In the United States, collective advocacy on the part of the Department of 
Education, the American Library Association (ALA) and the American Association of School 
Librarians (AASL) succeeded in having the information literacy framework incorporated into 
the programs of school library media centres, a move which incurred resistance from factions 
within the library science sector (Arp 1994). As schools and libraries became increasingly 
technologised, proponents of information literacy distanced their ‘literacy’ from that of 
‘computer literacy’ programs. The male-dominated information technology paradigm became 
the ‘other’ upon which the feminised library profession constructed its political identity as 
educational ‘knowledge managers’ and information brokers.   
Library professionals in Australian school and higher education contexts followed 
suit. A spate of state and federal government policy documents and reports set the agenda by 
touting information literacy as a panacea to the imperatives of information saturation and 
increased competition in the global market economy (Commonwealth of Australia, 1991, 
1998, 1999, 2000; Cunningham, Tapsall, Ryan, Stedman, Bagdon & Flew, 1998). Four of the 
ten Common and Agreed Goals for Schooling in Australia published by the Australian 
Education Council in 1989 prioritised information processing skills. Similarly, the first two 
competencies of the 1992 Mayer Committee report related to the abilities ‘to collect, analyse 
and organise ideas and information’ and ‘to express ideas and information’. Most of these 
reports presented a human capital argument, which wrongly assumes that improved education 
and training unproblematically translate into better productivity and economic growth.  
Take, for example, the report compiled by the Information Industries Taskforce 
appointed to advise the Government on development of a National Information Industries 
Strategy, which included whether, and in what form, the information technology and 
telecommunications industry required assistance. Their report, The Global Information 
Economy, claimed that “as we move into the 21st century the ‘creative destruction’ wrought 
by technology will be even greater than it has been over the last 200 years… the solution is 
education” [emphasis added] (1997, p. 77). Perhaps this simplistic and technologically 
determinist viewpoint is not unexpected considering that the information industries are the 
developers, manufacturers and suppliers of computing products and services that would 
provide schools with the equipment to purportedly solve the problem of the ‘creative 
destruction’ they themselves wrought.  
Despite the spurious basis of this claim, state education authorities and peak bodies 
responded to the national call for improvement of student access to, and better use of, 
information resources. The Curriculum Corporation funded and developed a national 
information processing framework for schools, which became the benchmark for school 
library literacy practice (see Bennetto & Manning 1995). A series of conferences organised by 
the University of South Australia played a key role in disseminating information and 
stimulating debate on theoretical and practical dimensions of information literacy (see Booker 
1993, 1995, 1998). Other significant milestones included a teacher professional development 
program — Teaching Information Skills — produced by the Australian School Library 
Association (ASLA) with funding from the National Professional Development Program. 
This interactive multimedia CD-ROM uses authentic case study examples to demonstrate 
strategies for resource-based teaching and learning of information skills. More recent 
professional development programs have moved online. Education Queensland, for example, 
has a website for teachers called EQuIP (Education Queensland Information Literacy 
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Program), which provides a series of modules replete with exercises to hone information and 
research skills (Education Queensland 2000).   
What then does information literacy look like at the school level? Being information 
literate is associated with ‘learning how to learn’. This requires knowing how information is 
organised, and how to find and effectively use it for study purposes. The Australian school 
library profession adopted Eisenberg and Berkowitz’s (1996) Big Six Skills© approach, which 
provides a framework of six non-linear steps for the research process. The steps are: Task 
Definition; Information Seeking Strategies; Location and Access; Use of Information; 
Synthesis; and Evaluation. Ryan and Capra’s manual (2000) extended the framework to 
provide a common language aligning information literacy competencies with national 
outcome statements and the eight Key Learning Areas.  
Whilst practitioners recognise that students need to be ‘information literate’, neither 
the processes nor the products (i.e., learning outcomes) are universally understood or accepted 
(Langford 1999). As Bruce (2000) notes, the ‘collective consciousness’ of information 
literacy researchers is ‘an emerging one because the idea upon which it rests is relatively new, 
and the language used to describe it is uncertain’ (p. 92). Almost invariably though, 
definitions of information literacy are expressed in psychologistic terms of ‘abilities’ and/or 
‘skills’ (see Henri’s 1999 synthesis). Opportunity and ability to access and use information is 
important for personal and educational engagement, and Bruce and Candy (2000) review a 
range of programs that have been implemented worldwide. Nevertheless, most professional 
dialogue and debate appears stalled on the contentious issue of ‘library skills’ versus 
‘information literacy’ (cf., Booker 1999). Given the challenges facing teachers, administrators 
and teacher librarians in these ‘new times’ of intersecting cultures and economies, I argue that 
a focus on the legitimacy of alternative information literacy ‘methods’ is non-productive. 
Furthermore, I question the adequacy of psychological models to prepare teachers and 
students for participation in lifeworlds that are increasingly multimediated and globalised. 
Notwithstanding their late-print training and personal proclivities to book culture, teachers 
and teacher librarians need a critical theoretical perspective, which will enable learners to 
negotiate dominant and non-dominant technologies, knowledges, and information sources. 
 
Information literacy: A critique 
The information literacy framework, as it is currently articulated, is inadequate on three 
accounts. These are (i) its modernist presuppositions; (ii) its lack of a politicised criticality; 
and (iii) its neglect of the implications of new technologies on knowledge and literate work. 
Despite some variation in the wording of definitions, almost without exception information 
literacy is conceptualised as a neutral method with generic, universal outcomes. The term 
used to identify the framework, ‘Big Six Skills’, signifies the rationalist and binarist 
discourses of modernity from which it emerged. Why are they ‘big’? Does ‘big’, as opposed 
to small, connote ‘better’? Why was the language of mathematics used? Both creators of the 
term are male. How were gender politics at play in their decision making? Mathematics 
provided the foundation and rationale for the most privileged of modern, masculinist 
disciplines, viz., science. As one of the ‘soft’ social sciences and a service sector industry, 
‘library science’ has conventionally been ranked low in the hierarchy of disciplines (Windsor 
1999). Was the invocation of mathematical science designed to lend library science the 
enhanced credibility that males working in a largely feminised profession may have sought? 
Would female scholars have drawn from other discourses and lexicons? If so, which ones?  
As is evident in the prevalence of words like ‘process’, ‘behaviour’, ‘ability’ and 
‘individual’, information literacy emerged from the cognitive and psychological sciences. In 
the literature on information literacy, knowledge is located inside students’ heads. A focus on 
individuals rather than on sociocultural practices of teaching and learning contributes to 
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teacher perceptions of student ‘lack’ and deficiency, of poor parenting, and a dearth of print 
resources in the home. Furthermore, as the representative quote below illustrates, theories of 
cognitive and educational psychology are associated with the ideals and values of liberal 
educational philosophy: 
 
A liberal education must include models for exploring the uses and potential abuses of 
all information resources and technologies… [students] must become sophisticated 
users of these resources and technologies as they: (1) gather needed information from 
all sources; (2) test the validity of information as it remains constant and as it changes 
from discipline to discipline; (3) place information into various contexts that 
ultimately will yield its pertinent meaning; and (4) remain skeptical about information 
and discriminate fact from truth (Breivik & Jones 1993, p. 26) 
 
Within traditional library paradigms, knowledge and ‘truth’ are deemed essential, static and 
retrievable with the ‘right’ method, namely, with information literacy. The logic of 
information literacy is premised on the foundational principle of libraries: the distinction of 
‘fact’ (i.e., non-fiction) from ‘non-fact’ (i.e., fiction) and universal ‘truth’. This distinction is 
reified in the material organisation of library collections: non-fiction on one side of the room 
and ‘stories’ on the other. Following this assumption, reading for pleasure is distinguished 
from reading for information. Yet, in the last decade the ephemeral and hybrid nature of 
digital text has elided differences between real and virtual worlds, and hence between factual 
and fictional ones. These distinctions and their associated practices — such as the reading of 
novels in time reserved for ‘silent, sustained reading’ (SSR) — are becoming increasingly 
obsolete and discriminatory against those who use non-print media for meaning making.  
For many youth today, reading is no longer done alone and with a book, but is an 
interactive activity performed at a computer screen often while in conversation or 
communication with others. Interactants may be in the room, in cyberspace, or in both. Social 
historical research has shown that there is no essential form of reading. From the inception of 
writing three millennia ago and until the Protestant Reformation, reading (lectio divina) 
consisted mainly of rote memorisation and audible speech chanted in groups (Kapitzke 1995). 
Silent, internalised reading emerged as a consequence of the transfer of spiritual authority 
from priest to individual lay believer. With the advent of mass media and digital text, a large 
part of sense making for ‘post-print’ youth is done through televisual and audio text. 
Accustomed as they are to the dynamic imagery of television and electronic games, students 
of today expect to learn in environments enhanced by visual stimulation and auditory 
interaction. Improved interactivity via online services such as email, listservs, bulletin boards, 
Internet relay chat and voice-over IP has transformed the Internet from a ‘virtual 
encyclopedia’ to a hyperspace for social exchange and community participation. That is why 
talk of the ‘information age’ — which emphasised hardware and content — has been 
superseded by a focus on the communal potential of online environments and by notions of 
the ‘communication age’.  
 
The Changing Nature and Forms of Knowledge  
Different epistemologies — ways of understanding and conceptualising knowledge — from 
those of modernity underpin current ways of producing and acquiring knowledge. Lankshear, 
Peters and Knobel (2000) refer to these as ‘digital epistemologies’ because digitisation and 
the discrediting of the grand narratives of modernity helped to generate them. Unlike 
objectivist and positivist epistemologies in which reality exists independently of the knower, 
in postmodern theories of language, knowledge is already and always mediated by cultural 
and subcultural systems of signs and symbols. Knowledges are not pre-existing and 
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‘discovered’ by scientific serendipity or individual intellectual genius, but are socially 
constructed. This renders knowledge localised, partial and intrinsically tied to relations of 
power and capital. Three decades ago, Foucault (1972) showed that disciplinary knowledge is 
framed by discursive rules and ‘regimes of truth’ in the service of human desire and power. 
His analyses of the social sciences (e.g., psychology) confirmed that knowledge is not 
disinterested and ahistorical but is produced in ‘truth games’ through the capillaried 
micropolitics of institutional struggle in places like libraries. Furthermore, knowledge is no 
longer universally valued for its propositional worth alone. In his Report on Knowledge, 
Lyotard (1984) showed that ‘the status of knowledge’ has altered as societies have entered 
what is known as the ‘postindustrial age and cultures enter what is known as the postmodern 
condition’ (p. 3). In this new age, ‘truth’ ceases to be an end in itself because knowledge is 
produced in order to be sold and the goal is exchange.  
Information space and architecture are also being redesigned by technological 
developments. The non-linearity of virtual space and the seeming boundlessness of its 
docuverse means that information can be structured in new ways to support more flexible 
searching and improved student understanding. As the Big Six Skills of information literacy 
was the product of a particular political economy and set of material conditions and interests, 
ways of structuring knowledge are socially and historically constituted. Take the ubiquitous 
tool of library collection organisation, the Dewey Decimal Classification System (DDC). This 
purportedly neutral taxonomic device structures ‘western’ knowledge into a hierarchical 
system of decimalised categories and subcategories. Yet a critical biography of Melvil 
Dewey, creator of the DDC and founder of the American Library Association, shows how the 
Dewey system is the product of white, Protestant nineteenth-century American culture 
(Wiegand 1996). Indeed, Wiegand argues that Dewey’s ‘Anglo-Saxon bias’ with its sexist 
and racist values is traceable through the ‘history of the DDC, American public library 
collections, formal library education, the ALA Catalog… [and] the structure and curricula of 
education in the state of New York’ (p. 375). This behoves teacher librarians to ask, does it 
not also reside within the structures and curricula of library education in Australia?   
Library science has yet to engage with these cultural, ideological and theoretical 
developments. A useful starting point would be to recognise that information literacy is a 
product of a particular sociohistorical context — driven largely by the profit motive of the 
information technology and marketing industries — and not a set of universal, internalised 
skills for ‘fact-finding’. As well, it comprises a repertoire of social practices used with and 
around technologies of representation and inscription. Critical literacy and new capitalism 
theory and research show that knowledge is not only inside students’ heads but resides 
collectively and publicly in the practices, artefacts, tools, events and relations of sociocultural 
ideologies and activities (Gee, Hull & Lankshear 1996). Because information literacy 
practices intersect with variables of gender, class, religion, culture and ethnicity to generate 
different learning outcomes in different contexts, it cannot be viewed as an autonomous, 
neutral framework generating universal learning outcomes. Like critical literacy, visual 
literacy and technological literacy, information literacy is context-sensitive, and is enabled 
and disenabled by the discursive and political conditions of individual library contexts. The 
neutrality attributed to the framework belies the institutional, material and ideological 
complexities and contradictions of informational text and its uses in different school systems 
around different technologies and through different social relations.  
 
Implications for Libraries 
Clearly, teacher librarians today need more than a ‘critical thinking’ approach which seeks to 
detect flaws in factuality, logic and argumentation. They need to acknowledge that authors 
and graphical designers make specific semantic, lexical and grammatical choices with 
  
  
Information literacy: Review and critique – Kapitzke  
7  
 
 
particular goals, interests and agendas in mind. Information work is economic and political 
action. This approach requires a focus not on logic but on ideology. That is, on the use of 
meaning in the service of power. Information ‘problem solving’ emphasizes processes in 
individual student heads, whilst a critical information literacy would broaden analysis to 
sociopolitical ideologies embedded within economies of ideas and information. With basic 
critical multiliteracies and systemic functional linguistic concepts, young people could 
explore the social construction of and convergence across a range of genres and texts. These 
might include a school textbook, Harry Potter (novel/film), Lara Croft (computer game/film), 
Rage (televised music video), Northern Light (search engine), Rage Against the Machine 
(audio/video clip) and Big Brother (‘reality’ TV). A focus on how versions of reality and truth 
are textually constructed will empower students to engage with and transform these socially 
powerful texts by taking positions and making messages of their own (cf., the multiliteracies 
concept of transformed practice from Cope & Kalantzis 1999).  
How, then, would this pedagogical approach play out in library practice? Take the 
familiar example of a class project in which students rehabilitate an environmentally degraded 
corner of the schoolyard by developing a patch of rainforest. Different attitudes and 
approaches to environmental degradation and regeneration could be explored through 
collaboration between teacher and teacher librarian to form working relationships with pro- 
and anti-conservation groups. These might include local Landcare groups, Indigenous 
communities, environmental and/or civil engineers, university ecologists, town planners and 
farmers. A critical information literacy would show students how each of these groups have 
different languages, histories, values and interests (i.e., in Gee’s 1990 terms, ‘discourses’) 
through which they view and work on the world. Each would contribute different 
perspectives, ideas and ‘information’. The work of teacher, teacher librarian and student is not 
to find the ‘facts’ about the environment but to contextualise and problematise differences of 
position and action through the study of discourse and text.  
In discourses of farming, for example, land is a possession from which a vocation and 
profit are made. To the civil engineer, nature comprises forces to be subdued and controlled 
by human labour and tool making. Scientists and ecologists view the earth as phenomena to 
be explained and classified; hence, their focus is on universal laws and logic. Indigenous 
people, on the other hand, believe that you cannot own the land; it owns you. Furthermore, 
because land is imbued with cosmological autonomy and spirituality, it is irreducible to 
human laws of logic and reason. Discourses of stewardship and nurturing come into play for 
Landcare members, whereas to the urban planner, land is to be measured and mapped in 
supposedly dispassionate techniques of civil administration. These are not meant as totalising 
representations, yet each has a particular kind of ‘truth’ to tell about the same degraded plot of 
ground. Different ways of ‘understanding’ land constrains and enables what one can do with 
and to it. In the complex social world of today, it is not sufficient for students to seek a single 
version of truth that once was sought in a library book.  
This paradigm shift for libraries is increasingly important in light of the current 
neoliberal policy context, which ties educational outcomes to the imperatives of global 
capitalism and the knowledge economy. Many flagship titles in library circles (e.g., the 
American Library Association’s Information Power 1998) ignore the economic and political 
implications of textual work. Three decades ago, the sociology of education showed how rote 
learning, memorisation and functional literacy were used to produce a passive, non-critical 
labour force for the nineteenth-century industrial economy. Unless teacher librarians provide 
students with knowledge of the way language works in their ‘evaluation’ of information, they 
could be considered culpable for disempowering the students they strive so hard to serve.  
New technologies are destabilising the cultures and logics of libraries. Libraries, and 
for that matter, cybraries, are no longer the sole arbiters of knowledge and custodians of 
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canons in the Leavisite tradition of ‘the best, the most beautiful and truthful’ (Luke & 
Kapitzke 1999). People today routinely ‘fuse the near with the far, the traditional with the 
new, and the relatively unmediated with the multimediated, to create new forms of material 
and discursive worlds’ (Lull 2001, p. 133). Unrelenting immersion in this ‘soup’ of 
superculture is reconfiguring the forms and meanings of semiotic and cultural space in the 
real and replicated places of libraries and cybraries.  
Technological innovation is unremitting. Progression from narrowband to broadband, 
from print-like forms of webtext to increasingly multimodal forms, and from tethered to 
untethered (wireless) access will force the closure of smaller, poorly resourced libraries. 
Internet2 — a consortium of 180 universities in the United States working with the private 
sector to develop network facilities for education and research — is set to transform systems 
applications for pedagogy and the political economy of learning (Kerrey 2000). High-
performance networking will enable K-12 schools to access digital libraries of HDTV-quality 
video and CD-quality audio on demand. Before long, teachers and students separated by 
hundreds of miles will be interacting with each other through high fidelity tele-immersion as 
if they are physically present. At universities in particular, students who are currently 
compelled to visit libraries will assess the costs and benefits of photocopy queues and parking 
fines versus accessing materials from the comfort and safety of their homes and/or 
workplaces. E-books are already downloadable to hand-held Palm Pilots, one of which was 
distributed to me by the university where I work, without my requesting it! (Do I detect a not-
so-subtle hint here about the kind of tech-savvy internaut the university expects for its staff?). 
These lightweight, multi-purpose devices with email access, adopted by teachers as class 
planners in the United States, will have profound implications for educational information 
resourcing. Users of these devices already have numerous commercial access points on the 
Web to download electronic books and other multimedia resources.  
 
Conclusion 
The shift from books and buildings to bytes and bandwidth is literally and figuratively 
dismantling libraries and transforming their textual forms and practices. Jason Epstein, co-
founder of The New York Review of Books, claims that libraries will no longer be repositories 
for collections of materials but will assume new roles as centres of knowledge creation 
through the publication and distribution of digital books (Epstein 2001). The technology 
already exists for reading consumers to search digital book catalogues linked to databases. It 
won’t be long before they will be able to select titles for purchase from a database that will 
send the file to a point-of-sale book machine within minutes for printing and binding. Epstein 
argues that, like ATMs, these machines will be scattered around neighbourhoods at locations 
where electricity and paper supplies can be safely stored and maintained.  
School and public libraries are such places. Epstein notes also that the main obstacles 
to an unmediated digital future are not technological ones but are ‘institutional and emotional’ 
(p. 47). Whilst I question his notion of ‘an unmediated future’, radical change is inevitable. It 
will also be contentious because new forms of production challenge assumptions and 
practices reified in libraries, in disciplinary practices, and in the attitudes and beliefs of the 
textbook author cited in the introduction to this article.  
Situated as they are at the nexus of teaching and learning, knowledge and technology, 
teacher librarians will either contribute to or hinder this ‘inevitable’ educational change. For a 
decade now, libraries have been subject to pressures of ‘disintermediation’, a term referring to 
the circumvention of intermediaries such as retailers, distributors, and librarians. Less 
restrictive access to goods and services is reconfiguring the economic and political shape of 
education, entertainment and commercial activity. Litigation against the owner of the website 
Napster, which provided young people free access to file-sharing of popular music via MP3s, 
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is an example of how technology allows individuals to bypass gatekeepers such as corporate 
media and music industry giants.  
Libraries too are a form of gate-keeping. Direct access to information on the World 
Wide Web poses both an opportunity and a challenge for them and the library profession. 
Tremendous opportunity to enhance student engagement with the cacophony of languages, 
discourses and cultures that are clashing and merging is currently afforded teacher librarians. 
Critical information literacies would give different takes on language, text and knowledge 
than do the acritical, print-based pedagogies of current library curricula. Researchers and 
theorists have documented the powerful influence of transnational capital and global media 
which frame and are framed by the identities of youth, and which distribute educational 
services and products hand-in-hand with advertising and entertainment (Kenway & Bullen 
2001). These economies and cultures of identity formation work in and through text and 
discourse. Considering that text and knowledge are forms of capital for exchange, issues of 
‘truth’ and/or ‘error’ may still be necessary, but they are also insufficient. Instead, key 
questions for curricular activities of substantive worth to learners and library users should 
revolve around issues of who gets access to which texts, and who is able — socially, 
culturally and politically — to contest, critique and rewrite those texts. These are ethical, 
pedagogical and political issues that are yet to be addressed by the profession. Based on these 
criteria, much of the literate work currently undertaken in school libraries is not as effective 
and empowering as diligent and well-intentioned teacher librarians are led to believe.   
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